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Executive Summary

While Region 7 of the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC) has
done a thorough job in comprehensively evaluating recreational uses in Region 7 state forests, the
New York Mountain Bicycling Coalition (NYMBC) and the International Mountain Bicycling
Association (IMBA) strongly urge that the sections of the draft report that address bicycles be
revis ed before the r epo rt is issu ed as  final.  These rev isions are  not n eeded s imply  beca use  cyclis ts
do not like the dramatic restrictions imposed by the plan.  The purpose of the plan is not to please
all users B it is only to accommodate recreational use within the context of protecting state forest
natural resources.  Rather, these revisions are required because:

$ The draft plan is recommen ding dramatic reversals in manage ment policy that are
based on anecdotes rather than supported by documented justifications,

$ The  draf t plan  often  inappropriate ly lum ps b icycle s together  with m otor ized tr ail
users and equestrians, which suggests a general bias against the use of bicycles on
trails.  This could lead some to question the objectivity of the report, and

$ The draft plan seeks to codify m any of its recommen dations in the New Y ork
Cod e of R ules  and  Regulations (N YCRR)  in ord er to apply  them  to all sta te
fore sts in N ew Y ork  witho ut adequ ate sta te-wide public  inpu t.

This comment package addresses each claim made by the draft report supporting its planned
restrictions on bicycles.  These comments show, in detail and with references, why the restrictions
are not justified.  Based on this analysis, NYMBC and IMBA strongly urge that the following
major changes be made in the final recreation plan:

$ Region 7 should not reverse its current management policy allowing bicycles on
trails un less de signa ted clos ed. 

$ The proposed wet-season closure period should be significantly shortened from
the 6 months currently in the plan.  At most, the seasonal closures should be
limited  to about tw o mo nths  in the  sprin g.  Pre ferab ly, the  closu re pe riods should
be flex ible bas ed on  actual w eather  cond itions, es pecially  at more pop ular fo rests. 
Volunteers can assist Region 7 in this determination through an adopt-a-resource
agre ement.

$ The draft plan should not seek to codify many of the recommendations of the
draft or final plan into 6NYCRR Part 190 making them apply state-wide.

Because of the size and scope of the draft plan, these items represent only the most significant
changes needed in the plan.  This report addresses both these major deficiencies in the plan, as
well as commenting on the minor issues found throughout the draft plan.  Notwithstanding these
obs erva tions , NY MBC and IM BA com men d Region  7 on  the deve lopm ent o f a tru ly
comprehensive and thorough draft plan, and we support the efforts to protect the natural resources
of state forests of central New York.
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1. Introduction

The staff of Region 7 of the New York State Department of Environmental Conservation (DEC)

have invested a considerable amount of energy preparing a comprehensive draft recreation master

plan.  This is a d ifficult task  of bre athtak ing sc ope a nd the y sho uld be  commended o n their e ffort. 

In spite of this effort, or perhaps because of the large scope, recommendations on bicycling have

been based on anecdotes and sweeping generalizations.  Yet based on this shaky foundation, the

draft plan seeks to make dramatic and significant changes in the way it manages bicycles.  Indeed

it prop oses to sta nd th e cur rent b icycle  man agemen t policy on  its hea d, an d ma ke it co ntrary to

how bicycles are managed in state forests throughout the rest of New York.

Cyc lists ob ject to m any  of the  draf t repo rt's rec omm end ations.  Ho wev er, managem ent o f state

lands is not subject to a popularity contest.  Article 9, Title 5 of the Environmental Conservation

Law (ECL) states that the mission of the Division of Lands and Forests is to "care for and enhance

the lands, forests, and natural resources in the State of New York for the benefit of all through the

care , cus tody , and  con trol of  state o wned lan ds, and p romotion  of the  use  and  pro tection  of all

natural resources".  We agree with the draft plan's aim to determine "what is best to protect the

natural resources while providing opportunities for public recreation and use" (p. 11).  The

con vers e of th is, ho wev er, is th at wh en an d if the  draf t plan  mak es recom men dations, e specially

(as in the case of bicycling) recommendations that provide a complete reversal of a management

policy and otherwise significantly restrict an activity, then strong evidence and documentation of

threats to natural resources is needed to support the recommendation.  In the case of bicycling,

this is not provided by the draft plan.  The justifications provided are often anecdotal.  They are

not supported either by the literature or by the summary of the comments received during the

1999 public comment period.  Review of the document in its entirety reveals that the draft plan

regularly lumps cycling together with motorized and equestrian use which is inappropriate and

misleading.  The recomm end ations need to  be re considered a nd amen ded  in ligh t of the  facts

abou t bicycle s use  of for est trails.  

Region 7 has indicated in perso nal commun ications that cyclists are overreacting to this draft

plan.  Cyclists are not overreacting.  Proposing to change a policy from the current open-unless-
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designated-closed to closed-unless-signed-open (p. 58) is a significant change, one that concerns

us g reatly .  Reg ion 7  has  told cyclists  that tra ils cur rently  open to b icycle s will re main  open.  Th is

is not true.  NYMB C held its inaugural summit in 1997 in Region 7, at the facilities of the Greek

Peak ski resort.  During this weekend meeting, NYMBC had a 3 to 4 hour ride on trails of the

Tuller Hill state forest.  The route avoided use of the Finger Lakes Trail, as it is a trail designated

closed to bicycles in Region 7.  Yet, the draft plan indicates that no trails whatsoever will be open

to bicycles in not only Tuller Hill forest, but in all of Cortland County (except possibly portions of

Morgan Hill State forest which is partially in Cortland County) (pp. 204 - 206).  This is but one

example of trail networks currently open  to bicycles that will be closed by this plan.  Even where

trails are designated to be open to bikes, the draft plan says that trails would only be open after

sustainability inspections (p. 58), which are not scheduled to be completed until 2004 or later (p.

116 ff).  Reg ion 7 h as ind icated th at the pla n calls fo r new  bicyc le trails at several s tate fore sts. 

Howe ver, while Append ix 6 seems to indicate new trails in many state forests (p. 205 - 207),

many of these "trails" will be part of the "Genny Green Trail" project.  As described on p. 104,

"most of the mountain bike trail mileage would be on dirt roads".  Other "new" trail systems

consist of forests where cycling is currently popular on existing trails.  Overall, this plan calls for

a significant net loss of bicycle trail mileage in Region 7.  Even among the mileage the draft plan

designates for bicycles, it is not clear what trails these miles refer to.  The draft plan goes so far as

to ban bicycles from all forest roads (unless signed open) (p. 35).  It is not known how m any miles

of bicycle trails are not trails at all, but roads that will be signed open to bicycles.

Last, but certainly not least, the draft report calls for the reversal of mountain bicycle management

policy to b e cod ified in  6NYCRR (p . 114 ) and  app lied sta te-wide (p . 113 ).  No t only  is this

inappropriate  for a  plan  for w hich  com men ts we re so licited m ainly  from  Cen tral New Y ork , but it

raises other concerns.  The draft plan may be interpreted as asking cyclists to accept significant

restric tions  in reg ion 7  based in  part o n vague  des igna tions  of tra ils to be open to  bicycles.  B ut if

this policy is implemented state-wide, there would be no such mitigating factors in place

elsewhere, and it could result in even greater reductions in trails open to bicycles throughout the

state.  Cyclists are certainly not overreacting to this draft plan.
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This c omm ent package  does no t com men t on a  fore st-by -fore st bas is reg ardin g which  trails

should be designated open to bicycles.  For one thing, this is not possible to comment since the

plan does not specify which trails it refers to in its designations.  But more importantly, we do not

com men t on a  fore st-by -fore st bas is bec ause we  stron gly u rge th at the d raft p lan be rev ised  to

retain the open-unlessBdes igna ted-c losed po licy cu rren tly in ef fect in  Reg ion 7  and  elsew here  in

the state.  We do not comment on a forest-by-forest basis because as a default, trails would be

open to bicycles.  As discussed further in the body of this comment package, some individual

trails ca n or  sho uld b e clos ed to  bicycles ( in mo st suc h cas es, these tr ails sh ould  be clo sed  to all

users).

This comment package is arranged in the following manner.  Section 2 presents the aspects of the

draf t plan  to wh ich N YM BC and IMBA ag ree.  O ur co mments  are n ot me ant to  be obstru ction ist;

we s upp ort the  developmen t of a comp rehe nsiv e rec reatio n plan, an d ag ree to  muc h tha t is

presented in the draft plan.  Section 3 provides a detailed analysis of the premises on which

Region 7 bases its recommendations.  This section, supported by the literature, demonstrates that

the premises are at best anecdotal and/or do not justify the recommended restrictions.  Section 4

pres ents  in de tail the c han ges  to the  draf t plan  that N YM BC and IMBA strong ly urg e Reg ion 7  to

incorporate.  These changes directly follow from our analysis of the draft plan's premises, and the

deficiencies  identified  therein .  Section  5 pre sents  a mor e gen eral res pon se to the  draft p lan. 

Because the premises of the recommendations are in most cases weak, this section speculates on

what may be some of the real motivations to the drastic revisions in management policy proposed

by this plan, with our comments on this possible motivations.  Section 6 provides concluding

remarks.

Appen dix A  provides comments  on v ariou s elem ents  of the  draf t plan  that d irectly  or ind irectly

reference cycling.  The main body of this comment package strives to provide a lucid analysis of

the d raft p lan.  But in d oing  so, m any  aspects o f the d raft p lan that des erve  com men t do n ot fit

seamlessly with the rest of the text.  Appendix A co mprises the complete respon se to the entire

draft plan.  Appendix B provides more detail, including photographs, of trail switchbacks.  The

presence of switchbacks in trails is presented in the draft report as one of the premises of the

restric tive re com men dations.  Th ese p hoto grap hs and th is disc uss ion p rov ide g reate r bac kup  as to

why this  argu men t is gro und less.  A ppe ndix  C pro vides a co py o f add itiona l com men ts pre viou sly
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submitted by electronic mail in response to a question from Region 7.  Appendix D  provides

copies of selected references mentioned in the text.   The comments provided in the appendices

are of equal weight and importance as the text in the rest of this comment package.
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2. Plan Recommendations With Which We Agree 

Many aspects of the draft recreational plan will result in better mountain bicycling in Region 7

State Forests, and we support these recommendations. Furthermore, there are some

recommendations that would not resu lt in bette r mounta in bik ing th at we  sup por t in the in teres ts

of develop ing an  overall com preh ensiv e recre ation p lan. 

  

We support the closure of trails that are inherently unsustainable. Such trails include those that go

through wetland areas or other poorly drained soils, and soil-based trails that are routed along the

fall line or otherwise have excessively steep slopes. Many trails that exhibit these properties can

be reopened following reroutes and/or drainage improvements. Those that can not be so fixed

should be blocked off, removed from the forest, and closed permanently to all users.  

  

We support seasonal closure of most trails. Most impact to trails is during wet conditions.

Howev er, the  reco mmend ed s ix-month  closu re pe riod  is mu ch too lon g. The clos ure p eriod  sho uld

be limited to the period just before and after snowmelt, February 15  through Ap ril 15.  Where

possible, DEC or authorized volunteer organizations should be able to adjust these dates

depending on actual trail conditions.  Usage is typically much less in late fall wet conditions and

sho uld n ot be  restric ted then. D uring winter, u sage can  be p roh ibited  when tra ils are  covered  with

snow to preserve cross country skiing conditions. These limitations should not be exempted for

Shindagin Ho llow. As this is the most popular place for cycling in Region 7 , these protections are

needed  here  as els ewh ere.  These clos ure d ates s hou ld apply, o r at leas t be re com men ded  for a ll

other uses of trails, including hiking.  More details on our specific recommendations are provided

in Section 4.

  

We s upp ort the  des igna tion o f 29  Reg ion 7  state fo rests  to be  entire ly with out tra ils. This

recommendation negatively impacts mountain bicycling, as this may eliminate areas that may be

suitab le for  trail constru ction  in the  futur e, or in  som e cas es may ev en be popula r with  cyclis ts

now. However, we support this designation as part of an overall recreational management plan for

Region 7, providing opportunities for solitary enjoyment of the forests.

There are  man y oth er elemen ts of th e plan  with w hich  we a gree , but d o no t relate to  mou ntain

bicycling.  We applaud Region 7 in their efforts to maintain and protect the natural resources of
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the Region 7 state forests.  However, in these comments, we are only addressing the parts of the

plan that directly address mountain bicycling.
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3. The Premises do not Justify the Recommendations 

The Draft Recreational Plan is very comprehensive and consistently arranged. In the

"Recreational Needs Assessment and Actions" section (Section IX), nineteen recreational

activitie s are  evalu ated.  For e ach  activity , the fo llowin g top ics w ere addresse d: 

  

1. Description
2. Public Input
3. Current Opportunities
4. Env ironmen tal Imp acts, C ons traints , and  Use r Con flicts A nalysis
5. Decisions with Actions

In this  process , The  first thr ee ste ps p rov ide a c onc ise su mmary o f the a ctivity  as pr actice d in

Region 7. Steps 4 and 5 then lay the basis for the recommendations in Step 6. For bicycling, the

recommendations in Step 6 include a change in the current Region 7 policy from "open-unless-

designated-closed" to "closed-unless-designated-open". Despite the plan's recommendation of

"new" mountain bike trails, this change in management will result in reductions in available trails,

especially considering that many of the "new" trails systems consist in large part of roads and/or

existing  trails. 

The evaluation in steps 4 and 5 do not support the restrictions that are recommended in step 6.

Below, the entir e text o f step s 4 an d 5 (p p. 56  - 58)  are re prin ted w ith NY MBC/IM BA com men ts: 

Environmental Impacts, Constraints, and User Conflicts  

The combined weight of the bike and rider, how the bike is ridden, and the
relatively narrow tires of the wheels cause soil compaction and rutting. 

This s enten ce ad dres ses s everal un related top ics. Th e pre dicate  of the  sen tence  is "cau se so il

compaction and rutting". Trail design and construction manuals and courses routinely stress the

importance of compacting the trail tread during trail construction. A well compacted trail tread

com bined with the  proper o utslope p reve nts er osio n of  tread  mate rial. Co mpa ction  of tra il tread  is

a good thing. Rutting, on the other hand is bad. However, with properly designed and constructed

trails, including adequate compaction, rutting does not occur. Rutting only occurs in wet

con dition s, and this  is add ressed below . The  sub ject of  the se ntence ad dres ses th e pre ssu re de nsity
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of cyclists on trails. Gordon Cessford, in his comprehensive review of the literature (published by

the New Zealand Department of Conservation, 1995) summarized studies on this and found that

"Mountain bikes will exert downward force through  their tires, although the "mean ground contact

pres sure ", wh ich co mpr ises th e wh eel loa d div ided  by th e con tact are a (So ane  et al. 19 81, S mith

and  Dick son  199 0) is lik ely to  be les s than  that o f hea vier m otor ized v ehicle s, ho rses  and  heav ily

laden hikers." Bicycle pressure distributions would fall somewhere between a day hiker and a

back pack er. Thu s this is n ot a fac tor on  which to reg ulate bic ycles  differe ntly fro m hik ing. 

  

Continued use of the sam e paths of travel creates trails which lead to
env ironm ental concerns. 

This p oint s eems to su gge st that R egion 7 b elieve s that b ike travel o ff trail is  a pro blem  in state

forests. This is not supported in any of the public meeting summaries, nor in the technical

literature. In fact, in comparison to other trail users including hiking, horseback riding, or

moto rized u se, bicy cles are  by fa r the leas t likely to lea ve the  trail. Simply  put, bicycles  don 't

work off trail in  densely  woode d are as as  found in  Reg ion 7  fore sts, an d would  be the leas t likely

to cau se en vironme ntal co ncerns f rom off-tr ail travel.

 

The  mos t common types of  impa cts f rom mou nta in bik ing a re trail imp acts , soil
impa cts, w ater  relat ed im pac ts an d aesthetic im pac ts. 

Soil impacts include: 

Widening of the trails to avoid problems in the trail such as water and downed
trees. Trail braiding is associated w ith trail widening. Braiding occurs w hen there
are several paths in close proximity which avoid the same obstacle.

This is a real problem on some trails. The primary cause of widening and braiding is wet

conditions, and this is addressed in the next topic. However, this is a function of trail design and

construction, and not bicycle use. In fact, on page 42 of the draft plan, under the section for

hiking, the plan says "Most of these [long distance hiking] trails are in suitable locations.

Howev er, so me p ortion s are  locate d in w et, poorly  drain ed ar eas o r on  steep  slopes tha t are h ighly

erod ible. Th is lead s to w ider a nd m ultiple  trails ar oun d wet areas. Trails loc ated o n un suitab le

locations can result in muddy or eroded trail conditions." Thus, this plan itself recognizes what
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has  been  docume nted  in the  scien tific litera ture: Impa cts fro m hik ing and cycling are  equ ivalen t in

most circumstances, and are much less than impacts from non-human-powered recreation. The

best studies of these comparative impact, although they are narrow in scope, are Seney (1990) and

Thur ston a nd Reade r (200 1).  

Rut ting  occurs w hen  the  grou nd is  too  sof t to s upp ort the w eigh t of t he vehic le
and rider. This usually occurs in the autumn and spring when the ground is wet
and soft and during wet periods during the rest of the year. Ruts collect rain water
and runoff, keeping the trail wet. Ruts channel water, leading to erosion of the
trail. 

This statement is true for some trails in the spring or after heavy rains (though many  trails are

adequately drained and rarely develop ruts even in the wettest conditions). Cyclists dislike these

conditions as much as any other trail user. This is why we support seasonal closures of trails,

although not for the duration, and with the inflexibility, recommended in the plan. Please note that

this is n ot un ique  to cyclist us e. For exa mple , in the  Adirondack High Peaks reg ion, w hich  is

closed to bikes, and very popular with hikers, the Adirondack Mountain Club regularly issues

warnings for hikers to stay off the trails in spring time because the wet conditions present at that

time accele rate tra il dam age  from  hikin g.  The dra ft plan  provides no  simila r restr ictions on  trail

use by hikers.

This statement supports the need for limitations on trail use in the spring. It does not, however,

support a policy of blanket closure of trails throughout Region 7, unless signed.  This statement

refers only to trails where the topography d oes not allow adequ ate drainage.  Trails that are

inhe rently  wet, s uch  as tho se ro uted  throu gh w etland s or a re on  flat are as tha t can n ot be  mad e to

drain adequately, should be closed, not just to cyclists, but to all users. Trails that are built or

repair ed to p rovid e adequate  draina ge do  not lead  to trail erosion fr om b icycle u se. 

  

Switchbacks are sometimes designed into a trail to allow a trail to zig zag up or
down a hill to lessen the slope of trail and to minimize erosion. Shortcutting the
switchbacks defeats the purpose of the switchback and leads to erosion.

If the turn radius of the switchback is too small, then it is difficult for novice to intermediate riders

to successfully negotiate.   However, it would be surprising if this is at all a common problem on

Reg ion 7  trails. Th e vas t majo rity of  trails do no t include such  switc hba cks . This is  not a  valid
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justification for adoption of a gen eral closure of trails to bicycles. For the few situations where

this problem exists, there are two options. The first is to reconstruct the switchback to the proper

specifications that allow bicycle use.  Cyclists are available and willing to help with this.

Switc hba cks  construc ted to  the p roper sp ecifications reg ularly  handle large volum es of bicy cle

traffic on trails in Region 9 without impact (see Appendix B). If this approach is not possible (due

to other priorities), then the particular section of trail that contains the switchback could be closed

to bicy cle use  until the s witchb ack is r econ structed. 

On unsu itable soils, trails need constant m aintenance to  control erosion. W here
eros ion c annot be contro lled, the t rails n eed  reloc ation or c losure. 

This statement is true, but is unrelated to bicycle use. Unsuitable soils should not be used for

trails, regardless of who would otherwise be using these trails. We fully support closure of

unsustainable trails. These trails should be obstructed at intersections with other trails, and

removed from the forest through placement of branches and other forest debris on the former

tread . Signs plac ed at th e former  inters ection s explain ing th e reason s for  trail rem ova l help  in

deterr ing us ers fro m tryin g to reo pen th ese trails . 

  

Trees are often cut or damaged when trails are established by users without
authorization. No consideration is given to other management actions that might
occur on the site. This often results in conflicts with other activities. Unauthorized
trails, when constructed in poor locations, increase the potential for erosion.

Again, th is statemen t is true , but is  unrelated  to bicycle u se. U nau thor ized tr ail con struc tion is

illegal and is universally condemned by trail advocates. Region 7 has indicated that they believe

that many unauthorized trails have been constructed by cyclists. If this is true, then it is unclear

how restricting cycling opportunities through a closed-unless-open approach would discourage

these lawbreakers, since their misguided efforts presumably stem from their perception of

inadequ ate trail o ppo rtun ities un der p resent ma nag ement po licy. If  illegal tr ail bu ilding  is

curr ently  a pro blem , this p rob lem w ould  likely  be ex acerbated  by th e recomm end ations of th is

draf t repo rt.
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It is also  not c lear h ow Reg ion 7  has  deter mine d or  othe rwise docum ented  that illeg al trail

construction by cyclists is a significant problem.  If this is a serious enoug h problem to justify

closing all trails to bicycles unless designated open, it is incumbent upon Region 7 to document

and quantify the amount of trails that it believes have been illegally constructed by cyclists.  Not

only is such documentation/justification not presented in the draft plan, the draft plan gives reason

to believe that Region 7 may be ov erestimating the amount of such trails.  For example, the draft

plan deems all trails in Shindagin Hollow, except the Finger Lakes Trail, as unauthorized (p.  56,

also  Appen dix 6 ).  In comm unications last A pril, Re gion  7 imp lied these tr ails w ere illeg ally

made by cyclists.  The fact is the vast majority of these trails were not created by cyclists.  Most

were present before cycling became a popular activity in state forests.  Any conclusions made by

the plan based on the assumption that these and other trails were made by cyclists is not based on

an accurate  understan ding o f existing trails. 

  

Braking on steep Intentional skidding  [sic] mainly to brake the vehicle on steep
hills will lead to trail erosion. 

Skidding is perhaps the only unique impact that bicycles have on trails in comparison to hiking.

That is why bicycle advo cates have been active in discourag ing this behavior with the "skids are

for kids" message. However, to a large extent, this again is a function of trail design rather than

usage patterns. Quoting again from Cessford's literature review (1995), "Skidding can loosen track

surf aces  and  mov e ma terial downslo pe, and m ost sig nifica ntly, p romote the dev elopmen t of ru ts

which channel water-flow. The development of such ruts which can promote erosive water-flows

to a greate r extent than  by foo t-step pu ddling, is the  most dis tinctly uniqu e 'whe eling' impa ct.".

But in the review of literature regarding hiking impacts, "Studies of human trampling have been

extensive and diverse. For example, the trampling motions of feet were described in Holmes

(1979), the effects of different types of boot sole were compared by Kuss (1983), and the forces

exerted on surfaces by walking were investigated by Quinn et al. (1980). Quinn et al . (1980)

noted that damage from feet was caused first by the downw ard compaction forces from the heel

early in the step, and then from rotational shearing forces from the toe at the end. The shearing

action  was  found to  be m ost im por tant, particu larly th rough s oil de form ation  and  "sme aring " in

wet conditions, and was found to be greatest on up-slope travel. Downhill walking was not
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investigated in the analysis by Quinn et al. (1980), but separate work by Weaver and Dale (1978)

and Weaver et al . (1979), found that downhill stepping (by foot and hoof) was more erosive than

dow nhill m otorbikin g. Th is wa s du e to the gre ater d ownward force s exerted  throu gh th e hee ls in

down-stepping. The importance of this distinction between downhill and uphill stepping was

emphasized by Bayfield (1973), who found that although 20 percent fewer steps were taken on

dow nhills tha n uphills, the e rosive impa cts of d own hill stepp ing w as still high er." Ces sford 's

conclusion regarding imp act on steep slopes was  "Howev er, where skidding do es not occur,

impacts fr om the n ormal ro lling effects o f whe els would likely b e less than  those o f foot step s." 

The emphasis on skidding in the cycling section of the plan without commensurate discussion of

the im pac ts of s teep tr ail des ign and cons tructio n on  trail sustaina bility unde r hikin g us e sugge sts

a bias a gains t cycling  use o f trails. 

Addition ally, th is sen tence  refer s to b icycle s as v ehicle s.  Sinc e Ne w Y ork  State Law s pec ifically

excludes bicycles from its definition of vehicles (Title 1, Article 1, Chapter 71 of N YS

Consolidated Laws), referring to bicycles as vehicles in this sentence consciously or

unco nscio usly a ssoc iates cy clists w ith moto rized tra il users , which is inap prop riate. 

Water quality impacts include:  

Siltat ion o f nearby  wat er resources  from  riding  on w et an d mu ddy  trails .  
Eros ion o f stream  banks w here  the  trail c ross es a  stre am.  
Eros ion o f tra il surf ace . 

Sediment suspension in streams can impact fish survivability, and thus trail management must

take th is into  acco unt.  H owever, once ag ain, th is issu e is mainly  gov erne d by  trail design , and  is

not unique to trail use by bicycles.  We support the use of rock fords and other hardened crossings

where trails cross permanent streams.  Aligning the stream crossing at right angles is the most

effective way of reducing sedimentation at trail crossings.  In any event, this is not an issue that

wou ld call fo r man agem ent of b icycles  differe ntly fro m hik ing. 

Aesthetic impacts:  

Mud dy, ru tted , poo rly de signed and m aintained tra ils are  all aesthetica lly
unp leasant  to o ther use rs of  the  fore sts. 
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As mentioned above, these aesthetic impacts are as unpleasant to cyclists as to other forest users.

We support efforts to eliminate "muddy, rutted, poorly designed and maintained trails" from

Regio n 7 sta te fores ts.  

Som e of  the  phy sica l and  env ironm ental const raint s on  mou nta in bike tra il
development are steep slopes, poorly drained soils, limited public access, actual
and potential user conflicts, the lack for parking areas, and impacts on rare and
endangere d species. Com petitive/organized trail rides require a tem porary
revo cab le permit ( TRP ) from th e De part men t. See  page 13  for d iscussion on  TRP s. 

All of these are constraints on trail development and usag e in general, and do not sup port

implementation of stricter controls on bicycles. Of these constraints, one, "rare and endangered

species" is actually applicable to all trail use  except cycling at least with respect to plant species.

As noted above, bicycles do not work off trail in dense forests as found  in Region 7, and thus

cycling, as opposed to most other trail uses, is not expected to impact rare and endangered plant

spec ies, exc ept in the  case o f developm ent of n ew tra ils. 

The following are conflicts which have been identified; 

Mountain bikes and mountain bikers make little noise when riding the trails.
Conflicts may o ccur when  horseback  riders and horse s are startled wh en they are
approac hed  from  beh ind a nd taken by  surp rise. 

Right of way is a usual conflict occurring between mountain bikers and hikers on
the  sam e tra il. 

Mountain bikers sometimes feel threatened by the presence of hunters on or
nearby the trails.

The plan does not document how these conflicts were identified. Presumably they were identified

either through public input, Region 7 review of literature, or Region 7 personal experience. The

only summary of public input in this planning process is Appendix 1 of the draft plan, which

comes with the disclaimer that this is not an accurate count of actual public comments.

Notwithstanding this disclaimer, the meeting summaries do  not support that these conflicts are

significant enough to warrant the drastic changes in bicycle management proposed by this plan.

Out of 54  counted  com men ts abo ut "co nflicts  with o ther r ecreationalists", th e summary c oun ts

only 6 comments from hikers about mountain bikes (in general), and 1 from an equestrian that

may be interpreted as possible complaints about startling or right-of-way contention. It is not

surprising that there are so few comments on this. Cycling advocates have heavily promoted the
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message of yielding the trail to hikers and horses. Yielding involves slowing down, and allowing

the other trail user to acknowledge you r presence before p assing.  Right of way con flicts were

more prevalent, perhaps, in the earlier days of mountain biking. However, today all but the most

novice cyclist today understands the importance of being polite on the trails.  The proposed

trailhead k iosk s will a lso p rov ide a m eans to better ed uca te use rs on  the ru les of  the tra il, and  will

furthe r redu ce user con flicts.    
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4. Changes Needed in the Draft Recreation Plan 

NYMBC and IMBA take issue with a number of individual elements of the draft plan.  Many of

these are minor and ch anges need o nly be small word ch anges or clarifications.  These are

presented in detail in Appendix A.  However, there are four overarching changes that need to be

made before the final plan is released.

1. Retain the current open-unless-designated-closed bicycle management policy. This is the

most important issue to us. There is no documented justification presented in the draft plan for

abandoning the current management approach. The current management strategy, open-unless-

designated-closed is the mode of management used throughout the rest of the state, and it works.

Enviro nmental and  aesthe tic impac ts are m anag ed by  the clos ure o f uns ustainable trails . 

Uns ustainable trails  shou ld be c losed  to all use rs, and  remo ved f rom th e fore st. 

We strongly urge that this change in management approach be removed from the plan because the

premises provided do not justify such dramatic measures. Beyond that, however, we have real

con cern s ov er its im pac t on b icycle  acce ss in R egion 7 and th rougho ut the  state. O n the  face  of it,

the draft plan's intention to open sustainable trails to bicycles and our recommendation to close

unsustainable trails should result in the same trail designation pattern. However, the Region 7 staff

manages 117 state forests totaling 195,000 acres. Because of staff and time constraints, Region 7

is in many cases not as familiar with all the forests as are its users. While the draft plan does

provide for Region 7 to designate sustainable trails open to bicycles, we are not convinced that

Reg ion 7  has  a com preh ens ive en oug h inv ento ry of the existing trails  on th ese 1 95,0 00 acres  to

efficiently and timely designate which trails are to open to bicycles.  The result would be a much

greater reduction in cycling opportunities than are otherwise justified. Many trails that are

important to cyclists -- sustainable trails -- would be closed. This concern was amplified this past

spring during meetings between cyclists and Region 7 regarding a planned timber sale. Most

cyc lists are no t opp osed to tim ber s ales a nd d id no t ask f or a h alt of th e sale . Howev er, we me t to

voice our concerns about the impact of the sale on some trails; trails that were not constructed by

cyc lists. Th e Reg ion 7  represen tatives  were no t awa re of  these  trails an d were n ot tak ing th em in to

account during the timber sale plans. If Region 7 is unaware of the presence of trails, it can not

designate them open.
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Of course, the con vers e of th is arg ume nt could b e made, that the a mou nt of a rea to  cover ma kes  it

difficult to designate all trails that need to be closed in a timely manner. However, the majority of

trails are sustainable (even without minor maintenance), and pro bably wou ld remain open. There

are fe wer  trails that nee d to b e clos ed than w ill rema in op en. A  blanket clo sure  would re sult in

more trails b eing  close d than jus tified. C ycling organ ization s wo uld b e willin g to w ork  with

Reg ion 7  to identify w hich  trails need  to be  des igna ted clo sed . It is in o ur best inte rest th at on ly

susta inable  trails be a vailab le. 

2. Reduce the duration of the wet season closure, but extend it to include Shindagin. The  six

month closure of all trails is excessive and not justified. Fall and spring typically produce wet

conditions even on the most sustainable trails. However, the impacts on trails arise

disproportionately from spring time usage. Fall usage is generally much reduced due to lack of

daylight, deer hunting season, and the fact that many cyclists have just finished a great summer of

cycling, and don't feel as inclined to hit the trails in these wetter and colder conditions. Any

impacts from the few riders in the late fall are minor in scope and are generally erased by frost

heaves and the weight of snow cover during the winter. In contrast, in spring, there is a pent-up

dem and  for cycling, res ulting  in some p eop le go ing o ut ear lier than they sh ould . It is du ring  this

period that seasonal restrictions are required.  

The seasonal closure period should be flexible.  Granted, it is difficult to survey the condition of

the trails throughout the Region 7 forests.  However, authority to review trail conditions at

popular forests could be delegated to volunteer organizations through the adopt-a-resource

program .  Whe re it is not pra ctical to  evalu ate the  trails o r des igna te org aniza tions , a def ault

closure period of February 15 - April 15 is all tha t is app ropriate.  A s disc ussed ab ove , fall

impacts are not significant. During winter, it is important to keep bicycles off trails suitable for

skiing. However, this is  simp ly addres sed  by d esignating trails  closed when snow sufficient for

skiing is present on the trails. This is a simple solution to what is in all likelihood a small or

very localized problem. Few, if any, cyclists ride when there is that much sn ow on the trails. It

doesn't work.  The limited amount of cycling that takes place in mid winter is on packed

snowmobile trails, where usage would not conflict with skiing.



1There is less unanimity among cyclists for this element of this recommendation.  Some believe
that Shindagin, as  well as Jen ksville and O akley Corne rs should be c onsidered for y ear-round cy cling. 

4-3

There is no justification provided in the plan for excluding Shindagin Hollow from a (two-month)

seasonal closure 1. Exc ludin g this  fore st sen ds the wrong  message to fo rest u sers  - that is  OK  to

ride in wet conditions. Funneling riders from the whole region to one forest will result in too high

usage ra tes du ring  this period . It only  enco urag es damage o f othe rwise sustaina ble tra ils. This

could cause problems for usage for the rest of the year, and would artificially create conditions

that others could misconstrue as reasons why bicycles could be banned everyw here, when in fact

it is due to  policies  funn eling rid es on to few  trails wh en ina ppro priate.  

3. The plan should stipulate that all trail closure plans be submitted to organized cycling

groups prior to implementation. As stated above, trails should be managed as open unless

des igna ted clo sed . For e ach  state fo rest, R egion 7 shou ld wo rk w ith a loc al cyc ling o rgan ization  to

review planned closu res before they are implemen ted. Some trails may need perman ent closure

due to soil conditions. Others may need reroutes, drainage work, or other maintenance work. For

these latter tr ails, Re gion  7 and local cyc ling g roup sh ould  agre e upon w hat needs to be done, set a

schedule for the chang es to be satisfactorily completed (whether by volun teer labor or by DEC),

and o nly clo se the tra il if this sch edule  is not m et. 

4.  The draft plan should not seek to codify many of the recommendations of the draft or

final plan into 6NYCRR Part 190 to make them apply state-wide.   First, while there are many

aspects of the draft plan to which we agree, the two most important issues that we see needing

revision before this plan goes final (plans to reverse the bicycle management approach to closed-

unless-open, and the six-month closure of all trails) are the only two bicycle-related elements that

the d raft p lan re com men ds to  be co dified  in state wide reg ulations.  Th ese r estric tions  sho uld

neither be  app lied in  Reg ion 7 , nor  be ap plied  statew ide.  Se con dly, it is  wro ng to  app ly

recommendations developed in one regional office, based on input and comment solicited and

rece ived  primarily f rom one  regio n on ly, to re gula tions  that w ould  app ly state  wide .  On  this

basis, the entire Section XII should be removed from the final plan.
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5. The Recreation Plan should not make the distinction between foot trails and

multipurpose trails. Rather it should distinguish between human-powered and non-human-

powered activities. This recommended distinction more adequately reflects the difference

betw een  impa cts of  the variou s user group s.  The  plan 's foo t/multip urpose  distinction  inco rrectly

suggests that hiking activity deserves special attention and unique attention among the human-

powered activities in the recreation plan. The designation of "multipurpose" may, in some

people's minds cause cycling to be associated with motorized use or horseback riding. Motorized

and horse trails require specialized construction, whereas the requirements for all human-powered

trail uses are the same.
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5. General Comments not Directed at Specific Elements of the Draft Plan 

Specific an alyses an d critiq ue o f the p remises th at pu rport to jus tify the  mou ntain  bicycle

managem ent recommend ations, as well as the changes neede d for the final recreational plan, are

discussed in the previous two sections. The draft plan's recommendations to switch to a closed-

unless-designated-open policy are based primarily on the impact issues, which are shown in these

section s to be  poo rly justified or u ndo cumented .  

  

But all the research and impact studies in the world do not avoid three simple concepts that may

really be at the heart of the draft plan's recommendation to dramatically change ho w bicycles are

managed in Region 7: (1) There are many sections of poorly-designed trails where impacts from

bicycles a re ev iden t, (2), Some  othe r fore st use rs jus t plain  don 't like bic ycles  beca use  it impacts

their expe rienc e in the wo ods , and  (3), Some  folks  have con struc ted illeg al trails in  the fo rest.

Each  of thes e are d iscussed b elow . 

  

(1). Anyone  arguing for restrictions to bicycle access can find an exam ple in a state forest of a

degraded trail that shows evidence of bicycle use. This may be presented as empirical evidence

that co ntrad icts w hat stu dies  have shown, na mely  that impac ts are  simila r to hik ing, an activ ity

that is not restricted whatsoever in this draft plan.  However, this empirical "evidence" does not

sup por t disp roportion ate impac ts from bic ycles .  As d emo nstra ted els ewh ere, th is imp act is in

mos t case s en tirely a  function  of tra il desig n. Tra ils that c an not be  rerouted , or have  their

drainage improved, need to be closed. When this happens, this empirical reason will no longer

exist.  Furthermore, for every instance where such impact is observed, countless counter examples

can b e pres ented  whe re use , whe ther by  hikers  or bicy cles, ha s not re sulted  in such impacts. A

well-designed trail with very heavy use often erodes less than a poorly-designed trail with light

use, re gard less of  user ty pe.  

  

(2). Fo r som e use rs, mo st often  hikers , the me re pre senc e of a b icycle in  the trail is d isturbin g. A

person's feelings are incontrovertible; there is no question that these people are genuinely upset by

seeing a bicycle. Howe ver, the flip side of this situation needs to be con sidered. Cyclists who are

told they can not ride on a given trail, despite the fact that they would have no greater impact than

the hikers who are allowed on the trail, are also genuinely upset. Probably even more so. The fact
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that there are no restrictions on hiking whatsoever (nor even mention of trail closures in the hiking

activity section, even for unauthorized or illegal trails), and the fact that the plan only identifies

"foo t trails" and "m ultipu rpose tra ils" (co nsc ious ly or s ubc ons ciously g rouping  cyclis ts in w ith

equestrians and motorized users), suggests that the plan presupposes the needs and desires of

hikers outweigh those of cyclists and other users. This issue, unlike trail design and construction,

can not be resolved through any specific action.  We concede that to meet the needs of some

users, some trails will have to be designated hiking-only. However, we do request that Region 7

reexamine the motivations behind the recommendations, and give greater consideration to the

impac t this has  on the  cyclists  who  enjoy  the for ests. 

(3).  The issue of illegal trail construction is mentioned only obliquely in the draft plan.  Two

sentences discuss this in the Environmental Impacts section.  But more importantly, it is listed as

one o f the thre e main  reaso ns fo r adopting a  "closed-un less-o pen"  policy  for cy clists. 

Unauthorized trail construction is both illegal and detestable.  It undermines trust between forest

use rs an d ma nag ers and tra il user s.  It directly c onf licts w ith the  miss ion o f the D EC w hich  is to

manage the forests in a way that meets the needs of various users while maintaining

environmental quality.  For this reason, it is understandable if Region 7 staff, including the

authors of this plan, takes these trails as a personal affront.  It is not clear, but this could be one of

the ma jor mo tivations  for the  drastic  chan ges in  managem ent po licy that the draf t plan p ropo ses. 

But it is questionable whether all the facts are weighed correctly on this issue.  For example,

currently Region 7 recognizes no trails at Shindagin Hollow (other than the FLT), while in fact

there are many.  The impression we get is that Region 7 believes these trails were entirely made

by cyclists.  This is not correct.  Bicyclists may have constructed some of the unauthorized trails,

but the vast majority have been present for 10 years or more.  Some were made by m otorized

users long ago, or perhaps recently in some cases.  The origin of others is unknown, but their age

predates the increase in cycling.  Hikers also create unauthorized trails, both deliberately and

through casual, repetitive travel. Yet their unauthorized trail building is not used to justify

restrictions on hiking.  Decisions made in this plan should not be made assuming most trails in the

forest that are not on an official DEC map were made by cyclists, because that is incorrect.  Nor

sho uld a ll user s of th e forests b e punish ed fo r the lawles sness o f the few in divid uals  that do bu ild

illegal tr ails.  Th ose  indiv idua ls sho uld b e cau ght and p unis hed , and  their tra ils clos ed.  But this

should not mean that all trails in Region 7 state forests should be closed to bicycles, unless signed

open . 
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6. Concluding Remarks

In Section  IV of th e draft plan  ("Why  a Regio n 7 State Fo rest Recre ation ma ster Plan is N eeded ")

cycling is sing led ou t as a us e that gr ew s ignificantly du ring the 199 0's (p . 6).  This  is true. 

Howev er, as  the popu larity o f cyc ling h as g row n, so  has  the involv ement of c ycling vo lunteers in

working with the DEC in managing this growth.  Today, cyclists are one of the most active

volunteer groups in the New York state forest system, literally from one end of the state to the

other.  Long Island sports the largest mountain bicycling association in the state (CLIMB), which

has developed  a tremendous n etwork of trails with the Region 1 DEC.   In Reg ion 9, cyclists are

identified as the most active, and most knowledgeable trail volunteers in the region.  Cycling

Clubs in Regions 4, 5, 6, and 8 have been working with DEC across upstate New York on

development of new trails and maintaining existing trails on state forest land.  This includes the

Adirondack Moun tain Bicyclin g In itiative w hich  is wo rking ve ry clo sely  with th e DE C in

developing and improving cycling opportunities in Regions 5 and 6.  Similarly, cycling

organizations work close ly with the DEC Region 3  on trails in the Catskills.  Cycling clubs are

very  active  in the  Reg ion 7  area , especially  near  Syra cuse and  Bing ham ton, a lthou gh m ost o f their

trail efforts have been focused on state and county parks.  The increase in cycling presents a

cha llenge to lan d ma nag ers, ju st as th e incr ease  in hik ing and camp ing p resented  a cha llenge in

the 60's and 70's.  However, just as in that period, volunteers from trail user organizations have

risen to the need and have provided not only direct "sweat equity"assistance to land managers, but

also h ave d evelo ped e duca tion progra ms to h elp trail us ers be tter und erstan d trails.  

This cooperation between cyclists and DEC forest managers has made the open-un less-designated

closed manage ment policy work.  Trails are improving aro und the state, natural resources are

pro tected , and  cyclis ts are  enjoying  the tra ils.  This  policy sh ould  be re tained  in Region  7 as w ell.
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